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“We believe that the Church retains her 
hierarchy — because this is what we are 
required to believe.” 


The Apostolicity of the Church 
Who are the successors of the apostles? 


What is ordinary jurisdiction? 


The source of ordinary jurisdiction 
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Is the Catholic Church still apostolic? 


Many Catholics today hold that Francis and his recent predecessors 
have not been true successors of St Peter — or at least have only 
doubtfully been so. 


In this series I shall consider whether the illegitimacy of their 
claims to the papacy would necessarily entail either the 
disappearance of the Church’s hierarchy as a whole, or a radical 
change in how we are to understand the nature of this hierarchy. 


My contention is that these ideas do not entail denying the 
continuing existence of the hierarchy; nor would the illegitimacy of 
Francis et al. entail this conclusion. 


Let’s look closer at the objection. One way of expressing it runs as 
follows. 


The objection itself 


. Pius XII states in Mystici Corporis, “the ordinary power of 


jurisdiction” is “receive[d] directly from the same Supreme 
Pontiff.”[1] 


. If Francis etc. have not been true popes, then there has been no 


pope from whom anyone can directly receive ordinary jurisdiction 


for around sixty years. 


. Therefore, if Francis etc. have not been true popes, then there are 


no more bishops with ordinary jurisdiction. 


4. But only bishops with ordinary jurisdiction are successors of the 
apostles in the proper sense.|2] 


5. Therefore there would be no more successors of the apostles in the 


proper sense. 


6. But if there are no more successors of the apostles in the proper 
sense, then the Church would no longer be apostolic, and thus 
would have defected. 


7. Christ willed that “there should be shepherds and teachers until the 
end of time”[3] — and if there are no more successors of the apostles 
in the proper sense, then the Church would have defected. 


8. But the Church cannot defect. Therefore Francis etc. have been true 
popes. 


(For the sake of clarity, I do not accept the formulation of n. 2, and 
hus deny the conclusion given in the second half of n. 8. Whilst I 
therwise accept the logic, I also deny the conclusions of nn. 3 and 
. I accept the principles expressed in nn. 4, 6-7 and the first 
entence of n. 8.) 


Various responses 


There are many opposing parties, with opposing conclusions, that 
assert that the vacancy of the Holy See entails the end of ordinary 


jurisdiction. 


Some, of course, assert this as a reductio ad absurdum argument, 


as a means of proving that Francis et al. have been true popes. 


Some who reject the claims of Francis et al. believe that there are no 
more bishops with ordinary jurisdiction. 


Some hold that “the traditional clergy” now constitute the only true 
successors of the apostles today. 


Others directly state that there are no more living successors of the 
apostles. They admit that most authors and theologians in the past 
held that it would be impossible for the entire hierarchy to defect 
from the faith, and yet believe that “we can see” that God has 
permitted this to happen, and must rethink things accordingly. 


However, we do not accept that “we can see” that God has 
permitted this. What we can see is what he has permitted in our 
immediate environs, and in those parts of the world of which we 
have knowledge through modern technology. But it seems 
gratuitous to suggest that we have such an exhaustive view of the 
world as to be able to assert that the entire hierarchy has defected. 


On the contrary, we must believe that the Church is indefectible, 
hierarchical and apostolic, and that this must entail actual 
successors of the apostles living today. We believe this, even if it is 
difficult to verify aspects of these points in the concrete. We should 
not be inclined to assert that the hierarchy has disappeared just 


because we and enormous swathes of the earth do not have access 
to such remaining successors. Such a conclusion simply does not 
follow. 


For this reason, we believe that the Church retains her hierarchy — 
because this is what we are required to believe. 


In order to understand this, let’s first define some key terms. 
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Apostolicity 
The theologian Salaverri writes: 


“Apostolicity is a necessary property of the Church. 


‘Definition of terms. Apostolicity fundamentally is the perennial 

identity in the Church of the mission, which Christ gave the 
postles when he instituted the Church. Apostolicity usually is 
istinguished into at least three forms: 


1.JOf origin [...] 
2.JOf doctrine [...] 


3.JOf succession, which is the juridical identity of the power of 
eaching, sanctifying and ruling of the contemporary Church with 
he ordinary power of the Apostles handed on by a legitimate 
uccession.”|4 | 


“Succession” is “the continuation of one person after another in 
some Office.”[5] Salaverri explains the difference between a “formal 
succession” and one which is merely “material.” 

y 


“A twofold succession should be distinguished, one material and 
he other formal: 


“a) Material succession is a mere temporal continuation of one 
erson after another in some office, 


‘b) Formal succession is the full substitution of one person in the 
ights and obligations of an office for someone else, or it is the 
ubstitution of a subject without any change of right in a certain 
ffice.”[ 6] 


Of these two types, he states that formal succession — and not 
merely material succession — is what constitutes the property of 
apostolicity: 


“Apostolicity of formal succession is, therefore, that apostolicity of 
uccession defined previously under 3); this will be direct, if by an 
ninterrupted succession it goes back to a certain Apostle, the first 
astor of the same Church; but it will be indirect, if the first in the 


eries of successors properly received his jurisdiction from the 
astor of another Church, who can legitimately confer it.”[7] 


He also explains why it is that formal apostolic succession is a 
necessary and perpetual property of the Church: 


‘The apostolicity of formal succession is proved, in which 


thers are included. 


“A. What Christ instituted perpetually in the Church is its necessary 
roperty. But Christ instituted perpetually the juridical identity of 
he power of the Church of all ages with the ordinary power of the 
postles, to be handed on by a formal succession. Therefore the 
ipostolicity of formal succession is a necessary property of the 
Church. [Emphasis added] 


“The minor is explained: 2) The identical power of the Apostles is 

o be handed on perpetually by formal succession, because 
erpetuity is promised by Christ to the same Apostles: Matt. 28:20; 
ohn 14:16; but not to the same persons physically; therefore to the 
ame ones morally or juridically, that is, without any change of law, 


r by formal succession. 


‘B. St. Irenaeus and Tertullian say that formal succession from the 
postles is a distinctive property of the Church; therefore it is also 
ecessary. The antecedent was already proved in thesis 8 on the 
uccessors of the Apostles.”[8 | 


Subscribe to stay in touch: 
Who are the successors of the apostles? 
anon 329: 


§ 1. Bishops are successors of the Apostles and by divine institution 
re placed over specific churches that they govern with ordinary 
ower under the authority of the Roman Pontiff. 


Does this apply to all bishops — including retired bishops, auxiliary 
or titular bishops, and even to schismatic and heretical bishops? 
Could it apply to the bishops consecrated following Vatican II to 
care for the various “traditional” groups — who themselves explicitly 
deny that they hold any ordinary jurisdiction over specific (or 
“particular”) churches? 


Bouscaren and Ellis answer in the negative, and explain Canon 329 
further: 


‘What is here said of Bishops applies only to resident Bishops, that 
is, those who are ‘placed over particular churches which they 


overn.’ 


“The Code is here treating principally of the power of government 
r jurisdiction; only incidentally is mention made of titular 

Bishops, who have the episcopal character and the power of order, 
ut per se no jurisdiction. These canons do not apply to them 


lunless they are specifically mentioned.”[9] (Emphasis added) 
Salaverri also addresses this question: 


“Bishops are those men in the Church who have sacred power that 


is full in its own nature. They can be either titular or residential. 


“Titular Bishops are those who have only the ordinary power of 
rders. Residential Bishops are the heads of the particular 
hurches, who have the ordinary office of ruling a certain flock of 

he faithful, with the full power of its own nature of teaching, 
anctifying and governing. 


“Residential Bishops are said to be the successors of the Apostles, 
s is clear from thesis 8.”[10] 


His “thesis 8” — and the accompanying title of the article in which it 
falls — gives us further definition: 


“BISHOPS ARE SUCCESSORS OF THE APOSTLES. 


‘Thesis 8. Bishops by divine right succeed the Apostles in 
heir ordinary office; each one of them presides over one 
articular Church. [...] 


“A Bishop in our thesis is understood as a man who in a particular 
Church has the complete ordinary power of teaching, sanctifying 
nd governing. Therefore, the power of the Bishop is not merely 
elegated or extraordinary or vicarious coming from some other 
uman person, although it is the power of a Bishop ‘placed under 
he due authority of the Roman Pontiff,’ who not in his own name, 

but in the name of Christ feeds and governs his flock.” [11] 
(Emphasis added) 


This is acommonplace. In other words: diocesan ordinaries (or 
their equivalents) are the successors of the apostles properly 
speaking — and other bishops are not.[12] This is because they alone 
succeed to the full pastoral office of the apostles, namely that of 
teaching, sanctifying and governing subjects proper to them. 


As the passage above suggests, the acceptance or approval “by the 
authority of the Roman Pontiff’ — which Van Noort calls the 
“adoption or assumption into the corporate body of the pastors of 
the Church” — is a key means by which a formal succession differs 
from a merely material succession, and is crucial for the attainment 
of the power of jurisdiction.[13] A merely material succession, 
without such adoption and approval, is insufficient to establish 
someone as a successor of the apostles — which is why it is improper 
and misleading to say that the various Eastern Orthodox bodies 
enjoy apostolic succession. 


The idea of a merely material succession — whether with some 
appearance of legality or otherwise — is useful for describing a 
certain social reality, and it is important in establishing apostolicity 
as a mark of the Church. However, it is ultimately no succession in 


the proper sense. Just as a material sin is not a sin, and just as a 
potential statue is not a statue, so too a merely material succession 
is no succession at all, and a merely potential successor of the 


apostles is no successor at all. 
Can the Church lose apostolic succession? 


If formal apostolic succession is a necessary property of the Church, 
then it cannot be lost. Because of the above, we can see that such a 
loss would constitute the loss of apostolic succession itself, and 
would constitute a defection of the Church. 


In his account of the different roles in the Church, St Paul writes: 


“And he gave some apostles, and some prophets, and other some 
vangelists, and other some pastors and doctors: For the perfecting 
f the saints, for the word of the ministry, for the edifying of the 
ody of Christ: Until we all meet into the unity of faith and of the 

owledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure 
f the age of the fulness of Christ.” (Eph. 4.11-13) 


Vatican I takes up this teaching: 


‘[J]ust as [Christ] sent apostles, whom he chose out of the world , 
ven as he had been sent by the Father, in like manner it was his 

ill that in his church there should be shepherds and teachers until 
he end of time.”[14] 


Similarly, St Robert Bellarmine explains it further: 


‘In no way can the Church exist without shepherds and bishops, as 

St. Cyprian rightly teaches, the Church is the people united to the 
ishop, and the bishop is in the Church, and the Church in the 
ishop. [...] 


“This is certainly proved from St. Paul: [Eph. 4:11 etc]. Where he 
eaches apostles, he means the pastors who were going to exist in 
he Church even to the day of judgment.”/15] 


“In no way” does not mean “in some way.” Elsewhere, Bellarmine 
also teaches: 


‘If all Bishops would err, the whole Church would also err, because 
he people are held to follow their own pastors, by what the Lord 
ays in Luke, ‘He who hears you, hears me,’ and ‘Whatsoever they 
ay, do.” [16] 


Naturally, this refers to erring in matters of faith — and matters of 
faith properly speaking, not just in matters pertaining to religion. 


As stated, a merely material succession is no succession in the 
relevant sense, just as a mere potential to reclaim jurisdiction is not 
jurisdiction itself. The continuing existence of the hierarchy is not 
safeguarded by saying that it can cease to exist in act whilst lapsing 
into mere potency. 


In any case, we know that the Church is indefectible. This means, 
among other things, that we can know with certainty that the 
Church cannot lose actual and formal apostolic succession 
altogether. Furthermore, if she cannot lose such apostolic 
succession, then we also know that she has not lost this succession 
— even if we have to rely solely on faith in this matter. 


Two corollaries 


First, this essay is about apostolic succession and the perpetuity of 
the hierarchy. It is not entering into discussion of the so-called 
“cassiciacum thesis” of Bishop Guérard des Lauriers. 


This theory attributes significance to the fact that Francis et al. 
enjoy a certain merely material succession to the papacy. Some of 
its proponents do use the idea of a “material hierarchy” as a means 
of arguing for their ideas — but the central ideas relate to the 
papacy, and are not dependent on either the continuity or 
disappearance of the hierarchy. As an aside, Fr Hervé Belmont 
(who adheres to the cassiciacum theory) claims that the idea of a 
“material hierarchy” is a later accretion to the discourse, and states 
that he does not accept it (although for different reasons to those we 
have expressed here).[17] 


Asserting the necessary continuity of the hierarchy may undermine 
certain arguments for or interpretations of the cassiciacum theory, 
without undermining the theory itself. While I do not accept this 
theory, its central ideas do not exclude the continuity of the 
hierarchy in act — nor do they depend on its universal non- 
continuity. As such this essay is not intended as a critique of this 
theory. 


Second, the points expressed are by no means an appeal to an 
invisible church or to invisible bishops, nor an appeal to mystery in 
the objective sense. Something may be a mystery and wholly 
unsolvable to us, whilst nonetheless being clear to others. We are 
stating that there must be legitimate bishops who continue to teach, 
rule and sanctify flocks proper to them — such men can hardly be 
invisible or a mystery to those flocks. 


But why is this so? We know that the papacy continues in spite of 
interregna — why might this not also apply to the hierarchy as a 
whole? 


Why the hierarchy must be perpetual 


Scheeben explains more about why the complete defection or 
disappearance of the apostolic hierarchy would be impossible: 


“The indefectibility of the Church and of truth in the Church of 
ourse presupposes the indefectibility of the teaching body itself 
nd of its activity. This however takes essentially different forms in 
he head and in the totality of the members of the teaching body. 


“The person who at a given moment is head of the teaching body 


an die, without any cessation of the continued operation of the 
uthority of the head, and thus without the interruption of the 
ontinued existence of the uniform law of faith, and without it 
ecoming impossible for the authority to be transferred to another 
erson. 


“The totality of the bishops, however, cannot die without thereby 
uspending their specific operation as authentic witnesses of the 
ruth and making impossible any further succession in their 


unction. 


“Likewise it is possible, notwithstanding the continuing operation 
f his authority, that the pope extra iudicum [i.e. not ex cathedra] 
hould profess, teach, or attest something false or heretical; on the 
ontrary it is incompatible with the permanent authenticity of the 
ggregate episcopal testimony that all the bishops should attest, 
each, or profess something false or heretical, even extra iudicium 
[informally].”[18] 


After this section there follows a rather complicated summary, 
which is simplified in the adaptation of this work produced by 
Wilhelm and Scannell: 


‘The Infallibility and Indefectibility of the Church and of the Faith 
equire on the part of the Head, that by means of his legislative and 


judicial power the law of Faith should be always infallibly proposed 
; but this does not require the infallibility and indefectibility of his 


wn interior Faith and of his extrajudicial utterances. 


“On the part of the Teaching Body as a whole, there is directly 
equired merely that it should not fail collectively, which, of course, 
upposes that it does not err universally in its internal Faith.”[19] 


It should be clear — as expressed in Scheeben’s original, as well as 
elsewhere — that the death, defection from the faith or imposition of 
a false religion on the part of all the successors of the apostles 
constitutes a disappearance in the sense discussed, and is 
impossible. 


Preliminary conclusions 


We could multiply texts showing that the Church’s hierarchy must 
continue, formally and in act, until the end of the world — but there 
is no need to do so. 


Those who believe that Francis is the pope already accept the idea; 
and those who believe that the hierarchy has disappeared or lapsed 
into potency have already explicitly conceded that most authors and 
theologians in the past considered such a disappearance to be 
impossible. 


The theologians cited show the truth of the conditional sixth and 
seventh points in the objection given above — that if there are no 


more successors of the apostles in the proper sense, then the 
Church is no longer apostolic and thus has defected. But this is 


impossible; therefore there must remain such men in the world. 


Having established these points, we can now consider how 
successors of the apostles may remain in the world, even if there 
were to be no Roman Pontiff to appoint or approve them 
personally. To do this, we need to consider some fundamental 
points, such as the definitions of offices and of jurisdiction itself. 


This shall be the subject of the next part. 
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